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Italian poet. thus appropriately introduced
I to English readers by the niece of Rossetti and grand-daughter of
Madox Brown has explained the title of this novel by reference
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cruel uselessness of their obscure efforts
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waste of useful possibilities which goes on wholes.ale in our blind
and rudimentary civilisation.
" He was a characteristic type of our period," write3 Sig n o r
Gena of his hero, " one of thuse creatures all s�nsitiveness and
intelligence, whom the accident of birth exposes to be in ex o ra b ly
crushed in the still rudimentary mechanism of our social order.
The existence of such individuals is a symptom" . . .
A symptom which should admonish us of the waste of possibilities of betterment, as well as the waste of suffering and life
which- is going on, unnoticed or taken fo; granted, everywhere
around us.
And in this sen5e alsv they are all admonishers, the
inhabitants of those attic-slums uf a T u r i n suburb; all those poor
people, charming or harrowin�" whose obscure struggks and
oys and despair are chronicled in the autobiography of the printer
Martino Stanga: the drunkard's wife who at last yields to the
temptati·on of suicide; the girl who dies in childbirth, as her unknown mother did before her; the other girl who consoles the
last months of the consumptive pnet; that p9et himself, unfit for
any work s ave the one w h ich gives him posthumous fame but
has not given him food or fuel.
These pathetic figures are all
1trawn that they may admonisk us; even as t h eir lives hav•e ad
monished poor Stanga to turn from the selfish joys of his poor,
arduous, intellectual culture to something-he hardly knows what
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-which shall make a difference in this ill-arranged world.
Martino Stanga, indeed, devotes himself to admonition as
such; he writes a memorial, gradually transformed into the autobiography we are reading, which is to open the eyes of the young
King and fire him with compassion for his suffering people; and the
' memoria) is to come to the K in g ' s hands, and to the King's l
iheart, by being that of a voluntary martyr: the poor printer will
button his manuscript on to his breast and throw himself under
the King's .notor.
Then the papers '"ill haYe to discuss and to A
quote; and men will fr�ten to the unknown dead man.
s
But J
All this is what Signor Cena means by admonishing.
undoubted as he has made this meaning, I cannot but feel that he �
is mistaken in referring his title to any or all of his dramatis
Signor Cena has given his book a title suggestive of
personae.
prophecy and warning because he has felr in himself Lhe obscure �
and overwhelming sense of prophecy. The interest, the fascina- ;J
tion, of the book lies in its being an exhort<l.tion to note the signs I
of the times, to p r epa re for the coming, certain though slow, of
'
the spirit of righteousness whose dawn is filtering already through
the world's darkness and rimming the mountain-tops with the
light '.Jf th\C unrisen sun.
Chief among these signs is that sympathy and compass.iun are
ceasing to be blind, and therefore �asing to be cruel.
Signor
Cena's novel differs from any other Socialistic novel I know by its
absence of hatred.
The d ra mati s personae are in no sense rebels.
If the bourgeois comes in for an occasional word of abuse, it is
not stronger than the words of disgust for the degenerate or the '
criminal, who might be cons id e re d the bourgeois's victim.
The ·
etcher Quibio swears at the owners of a motor-car he meets on a .
Sunday, not because they are enjoying themselves in a costly
manner, but because the dust and stench of their machine are !
s p o iling his pleasure in the country.
The poet, from all we are
1 told, sings the sufferings of to-day, the hopes of to-morrow; he
1 does not recriminate or inveigh.
And Martino Stanga's mono
mania of martyrdom implies only his own death, not that of any
The King, the newspapers, the governing classes, are
one else.
the poor
not to be frightened by knifing or bomb-throwinz;
fellow's hope is that their eyes will be opened, their hearts
touched, by a life willingly s ac r ifi c ed for the sake of truth and
To see, to understand, to feel, to endeavour: this is the
justice.
I
virtuous circle in which the author believes as much � the her<;>; I
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that Martino Stanga no longer believes in the wickedness of any
class or any civilisation, because he has recognised that the w orl d
The scientific
and mankind are still young and in the m a king .
rea ding out of which he has extracted for himself a philosophy
arid, in a sens e , a theodicy has giv e n him a kind of religious
hope and rel igiou s resignation, an almost F r a ncisca n feeling of
the mysteri o us rel ation s hi p of all thin g s, not merely through
causal connex i on but through love and awe; he feels his own
ephemeral and microscopic life enlarged by the sense of the life
all-surrounding and everlasting.
In t h is world, which is evo lv ing
slowly but i nevi t a b ly towards ·fitness with the heart's desire of its
cons cio us microcosm Man, the individual and his thoughts and
will, his ex peri ence and his hope, become a cosmic force as
tic as those which mould the mountains and move the stars.
It is the consciousness of this, the possibility of conceiving
such th oug hts , which gives to this description of humble sufferings
There is something
and wa s t ed lives an extraordinary serenity.
more than symbolical, a real connexion of states of mind, in the
way that Signor Cena always makes us feel the presence of the
starry skies and purify ing sunlight about those wretc hed slum
atti cs .
Similarly, in his wonderfully subtle occasional words
about poetry, mus ic, and landscape, one understands that to him
beauty is not merely a refreshment, a draught of \'igour, on the 1
way , but a discipline prepa ring our soul for higher and happier
he says, " f�ould beat time to life."
" Art,"
destiRies.
And life, in Signor Ccna's conception, will become human '
just inasmuch as it obeys a deliberate rhythm and uni t e s its various parts into a harmonious pattern-who knows ?-into a great
His autobiographical
symphonic i nterch ange of willing forces.
hero has passed beyond the reach of any philosophical Anarchism,
even as he has stood aside fr.om any policy of civil war and terror.
The s piri tual dir.ease and vileness which Dostoievsky and Gorky
even Rosny-would have -shown us among the inhabitants of those
l miserable workmen's dwellings arc barely noticed by Signor Cena,
all t�is is disease and producand neve� treated with
·
.
tive of disease, and must be, will be, ehmmated !
visit
to
the
Maternit
Hospital,
his
talk
printer's
with the
The
�
y
doctor, and the thouJlhts he carries away; all this revelation, in
·
the pres en ce of s ufferin g and sin, of a passionately renewed ideal
of chastity, of the puriticafam uf love for the sake of the future
generations, these chapters have the religious solemnity of one of
those frescoes of Besnard where a transti�ured Christ stands
� among the beds and operating tables, with the white-sma<:ked \
· instead of priests.
doctors
It ii this intellectu�I and moral fervour wh ich makes Signor
Cena's novel so consoling and inspiriting; out of the sordid present the doors and windows stand opf'n on to the future.
_
lIt is, as I have said. symptomatic and prophetic; and its
mes.gage is the transmuting power which a new conception of .
'
The poet dies
however slowly.
man s destinies must h11ve,
miserably in his garret: the )'Oor printer peri!1hes, we scarce know
how, with his unl"ead manuscript in his pock.et: the charming-, Jig-ht- 1
hearted artist disappear!!-we are not told whethf'r into obseuritv '
Signor Cena's dramas are all
or into perhaps selfo;h glory.
;:i broken off miserably, his actors come to nothing-: the "creatures '.
� of pure intelligence and seniibility " die childless, and only the
seduced girl, the sick, overworked_ cha'
�
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and poison-bearing vermin.
But
)nultiply like some
e>ide his story he has placed two figures, the young doctor and
doctoress, of whom we learn no thing save their pity for the pre
sent, their efforits for the future.
And we guess that these two
strong, useful, and fortunate creature s are lovers; a nd that, sym
bolically speaking, thei r race, accord ing to the spirit if not accord
ing to tJhie flesh, is destined to increase and multiply and fill the
earth.
These are the real forerunners, the real prophets.
And
such a novel as Signor Cena's, where artistic bea uty and dignity
grow out of fervent purpose as the lovely shape of a chalice grows
out of its consecrated usefulness, is itself a symptom, an
tion to our base practicality and our futile dilettantism.
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